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The artists at Studio REV-, along with their allies in the broader non-profit sector, 
address domestic workers’ rights in the United States. As a social practice art project, 
NannyVan works to improve how information about domestic rights is disseminated 
to these workers, whether nannies, elder caregivers or others. As part of a larger 
project named CareForce, the NannyVan project shows an ethics of care by using 
design traces as tactics and transversal methods as strategies.
GFL@=>GJ=;GMJL
A refurbished 1976 Chevy Van drives into the Queens Museum forecourt. It is 
painted burnt orange and emblazoned with ‘NannyVan’ and graphic cut-outs 
of domestic workers: one hailing the public ‘get on board’, and the other ‘fair 
care = quality care’. And on the other side of the van it says, ‘accelerating the 
movement for domestic workers rights’. Cut-outs of stars have transformed 
this humble Chevy van to one of superhero transport with a pop-art aesthetic. 
Out of the van jump two women with matching orange aprons. They push 
out two portable orange carts containing bins of art supplies, fliers, record-
ing equipment and speakers. On top of the carts are clipboards with orange-
shaped hearts with ‘NannyVan Gram’ written on them. Next to the hearts are 
pens and magnets. One woman turns on music, and out blasts the NannyVan 
Anthem (or ‘Nanthem’), which sounds like a mix of  international music 
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(to reflect the globalism of domestic workers) with the sounds of a domestic 
worker protest. If you listen closely you can hear ‘Free Free Domestic Workers! 
Change His-to-ry!’
People start to take notice and approach the van. I took one of the 
NannyVan Grams. I wrote mine to Arelia, a housekeeper from Mexico, which 
my family had had in the 1970s in Los Angeles. I remember little of her – her 
long black hair tied effortlessly in a ponytail, her floral printed smock where 
she hid treats for me. I remember her sucking the egg white and yolk out of 
an egg by poking a hole at the top. I placed the Gram along the others on the 
van: a colourful reminder of how normalized our relationships have become 
to domestic workers, yet how many people they touch, how invisible they can 
be, how visible they need to be, how an understanding of their lives and work 
needs to shift, and how their conditions need to change. It was made clear to 
me that this public project underscored how there is a general malaise with 
the neo-liberal structure that privileges political and corporate interests, and 
ignores issues in the private sphere, which is in need of redress.
The above project is one component of New York-based Studio REV-’s 
project, CareForce, which ‘is a transmedia public artwork about America’s fast-
est growing workforce – caregivers – and the diverse people who are champi-
oning the growing national movement for domestic worker justice’. My interest 
in the CareForce was prompted by this experience.1 Studio REV- (as in, to ‘rev’ 
an engine) is a prefix to denote how the team collaborates to create media 
with other groups focused on the socio-economic justice of low-wage work-
ers, immigrants, women and teens. To explain this relationship, Marisa Jahn 
describes her role as an embedded artist as a prefix – that part of the word that 
combines with another. This article considers ‘how the work creates conditions 
of reception, how it makes whatever its message is perceivable’ (Beshty 2015: 
20) through strategies of engagement and encounters that facilitate collabora-
tion and agency, and make visible domestic labour issues in the United States.
In the face of increasing precarity and more pronounced racism targeted 
at immigrants, active protest and socially engaged art projects have surfaced 
on the streets. Understanding the NannyVan’s role in this can be approached 
through multiple frameworks: labour issues, immigration debates, precarity, 
feminism and care ethics, all tied to neo-liberal subjectivity. Many of these 
frameworks lead to deeper political discussions beyond the scope of this anal-
ysis, yet the last, because of the fallout of economic expansion in late capital-
ism, underscore the need for innovative means to address domestic workers. 
For this article I will consider the ethics and aesthetics of care and how design 
tactics and alliance building are used to reflect this care through forming 
subaltern publics in multiple sites. According to Jahn, the aim of NannyVan 
is to enliven a movement for domestic workers, use humour and joy to bring 
the issue to the unconverted, and dignify and make visible the work that 
makes all other work possible. Her audiences – or what I call publics – include 
domestic workers, families and allies comprised of culture-going progressives 
and traditional labour groups. My method will be what Jennifer Mason (2011) 
describes as a ‘facet methodology’ in that it will provide key insights rather 
than an in-depth analysis of one perspective. Because of the complexity of 
the project and the issues it addresses, I think this technique best suits this 
project and the multiple contexts in which The NannyVan has engaged art 
institutions such as Queens Museum, community centres, public spaces like 
farmers markets and libraries, each assembling different publics with multiple 
outcomes, each with effects that resound with its purpose.
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 Virginia Held (2006) believes feminist ethics are enacted through lived 
experiences, which are embodied, replete with emotions, mutually exchanged 
through dialogue and are based in a context that can emphasize all of these 
aspects. In The Ethics of Care (2006), Held demonstrates the relevance of care 
ethics to political, social and global questions. Conceptualizing care as a cluster 
of practices and values, she describes a caring person as one who has appro-
priate motivations to care for others and who participates adeptly in effective 
caring practices. She writes, 
I now think that caring relations should form the wider moral frame-
work into which justice should be fitted. Care seems the most basic 
moral value … Without care … there would be no persons to respect 
and no families to improve … Within a network of caring, we can and 
should demand justice, but justice should not push care to the margins. 
(Held 2006: 71–72)
This feminist ethic resonates with what philosopher Nancy Fraser describes as 
the hierarchical structures still facing women: 
It is rather about overcoming those hierarchies. This requires challeng-
ing the structural sources of gender domination in capitalist society – 
above all, the institutionalized separation of two supposedly distinct 
kinds of activity: on the one hand, so-called ‘productive’ labor, histori-
cally associated with men and remunerated by wages; on the other 
hand, ‘caring’ activities, often historically unpaid and still performed 
mainly by women. 
(Gutting and Fraser 2015)
Therefore, the reality that the ‘care’ comes from the artist’s ‘ethic of care’ 
doubles with its subject of concern: those who are often caring for others, the 
‘careforce’. Further, this double-layered approach draws attention to many, 
such as Nancy Fraser’s critique of corporate feminism, which benefits ‘by 
offloading their own care work and housework onto low-waged, precarious 
workers, typically racialized and/or immigrant women’ (Gutting and Fraser 
2015). Within current feminist theory, ‘ethics of care’ or care ethics is not 
without contestation. The risks of essentializing and issues of class inflect 
this rich philosophical discourse with challenges that must be addressed in 
each situation or project, which reveals a sensibility of care, either through 
the artist’s intentions or through the content of the art practice. Jahn’s interest 
in the issue comes from the time when she cared for others – a disabled man 
in a wheelchair in college, babysitting and occasional house cleaning to get 
through school. She also plays the role of domestic employer to the women 
who have helped care for her own son, as well as her grandmother’s care-
taker. While Jahn acknowledges her relative privilege and economic stabil-
ity, she confronts similar choices to other families: does the exorbitant cost of 
childcare in the United States make it worthwhile to return to work? 
 Mierle Ukeles’ 1969 proposal for an exhibition ‘CARE’ and her 1973 
performances of ‘maintenance art’ offer an interesting precedent for atten-
tion to issues of labour in the private sphere. Both of these works highlighted 
undervalued and ‘private’ forms of labour – in the home during Second Wave 
Feminism and in context of the museum and galleries, respectively.2 As Miwon 
Kwon notes about Ukeles’ performances: ‘she forced the menial domestic 
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tasks usually associated with women – cleaning, washing, dusting, and 
tidying – to the level of aesthetic contemplation’ (2002: 19). While Ukeles’ 
work did not target domestic labour per se, it did underscore the unseen and 
gendered labour working in multiple contexts. In the project I describe, the 
domestic workers occupy public and community spaces, yet work in the private 
spaces of homes and care centres. The issues they face in those domestic sites 
can be brought out through aesthetic contemplation as well. Approaching a 
precariousness condition, in this context urban domestic labourers, reflects 
some of the critique within arts discourse, which identifies the paradox of how 
artists, as many being precarious workers as well, are increasingly called upon 
to address communities in need. Further, the privilege of who cares for whom 
implicates many of the same artists whose gender and class are questioned 
alongside their innovative problem-solving practices.
Nannies, housekeepers and elder care providers form a visible, yet under-
valued, workforce in the United States, and without them, the lives of those 
who depend on them: families who have responsibility to care for an elderly 
parent(s) or disabled child, and working mothers (to name a few of the 
groups who rely on caregivers). However, raising the visibility and the issues 
surrounding domestic work elevates the profession while moving towards 
economic stability and well-being of both nannies and their employers.3 For 
example, Nikki Brown Booker, a California-based domestic employer, who 
has been in a wheel chair for most of her life, points out when society digni-
fies caregivers they also dignify and improve the lives of those who critically 
depend on caregivers to perform basic functions. 
Historically, domestic workers and farmworkers were excluded by labour 
protection laws: racially motivated southern lawmakers would not lend 
their support to Roosevelt’s New Deal Labor Law unless this largely African 
American workforce was excluded. What is important to note is that the 
reason why domestic workers are not covered is because of racist laws and 
specifically racist people who sought to control African Americans. But in 
2010 all this changed: New York passed the very first Domestic Workers Bill 
of Rights, followed by Hawaii and California. Massachusetts followed in 2014. 
The Domestic Workers’ Bill of Rights guaranteed full-time domestic work-
ers eight-hour days, overtime pay, paid time-off and access to Workers’ 
Compensation and disability benefits. They remain a vulnerable demographic, 
and their discrimination continues as domestic and migrant works world-
wide face immigration challenges, threats of deportation, racial discrimina-
tion, language barriers, intimidation, low literacy levels and isolation. These 
barriers foment a culture of fear of retaliation, of oppression and loneliness. 
Judith Butler (2012) identifies precarity as a state that reflects vulnerability and 
a sense of dispossession experienced by those who struggle in life and tend 
to occupy the margins, and in the context I speak, domestic labourers occupy 
this state.
Precariousness as an urban social condition is clearly linked to the effects 
of capitalist globalization, and a social practice that uses aesthetics and rela-
tional processes can open a space through which this condition of precarity 
can be addressed, and reflects Brian Holmes’ ‘Affectivist manifesto’ in which 
he describes the affective role art has under current cultural conditions: 
What an installation, a performance, a concept or a mediated image 
can do is to mark a possible or real shift with respect to the laws, the 
customs, the measures, the mores, the technical and organizational 
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devices that define how we must behave and how we may relate to each 
other at a given time and in a given place. 
(Holmes 2008)
Projects such as CareForce reveal how creative initiatives address those who live 
as and within precarious conditions to promote awareness of pressing social 
and economic issues by reflecting ethics of care – caring for the caregivers – 
through several strategies of engagement in Studio REV-’s projects. I build on 
a question outlined by Kirsten Lloyd who herself reframes Grant Kester’s (who 
develops Bahktin’s dialogical model and Levinas’ ethics) (2004, 2011) under-
standing of how art related to community builds mutual learning, support 
and, in this context, reflects an ‘ethics of care’ targeting communities marked by 
precarity  by using dialogic interactions with multiple publics towards a trans-
formative effect (2015: 8, original emphasis) The question Lloyd asks is, ‘What 
forms, then do care relations take in the encounters produced through the 
contemporary artwork?’ (2015: 144). I will outline below some of the tactics 
and strategies used to form care relations through the NannyVan.
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During Studio REV-’s public projects, they have many conversations about 
the relationship between domestic work and immigration. Domestic work-
ers in the United States are 60 per cent immigrant women of colour, and 
many of them turn to domestic work because they do not have other options 
and because immigration has been criminalized in so many places.4 And yet, 
domestic work makes all other work possible. Without nannies, so many (Jahn 
included) would not be able to return to work, and our economy would come 
to a grinding halt. A significant America’s GDP depends on nannies, and so 
to truly support the rights of domestic workers, there needs to be immigration 
reform.5 In fact, it was when Jahn went back to work and needed a nanny that 
many of these issues became urgent to her. She noticed that the social justice 
movement around domestic worker’s rights had not reached parents in her 
neighbourhood. Yet, for Jahn, this issue reaches beyond the personal to one of 
an extended care and alliance network. She states, 
I can say that it’s really important to me that I strive for people who 
are involved in the project (as collaborators or viewers) are engaged as 
people who can each transform their community. In the same way, in 
my care-relations, it is important to me that those who form my ‘care-
force’ know about the work I am doing and provide input to me – that 
way my artwork bridges my personal and professional lives; it’s not 
disingenuously removed. And indeed, almost all the women who have 
helped me care for my son have participated in the dances, the audi-
onovela, the NannyVan outreach, and each end up significantly contrib-
uting to the project.
While the Bill’s passing makes strides for equality, workers still need clarity 
about their rights, their duties and possible recourse in the event of abuse or 
retaliation. New rights matter only if workers know about them and can claim 
them. Jahn explains the details,
two years after the DW Bill of Rights passed in NY, 98% of domes-
tic workers still didn’t know about their entitlement to time and a 
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half overtime wages. Most employers also are unaware that a law has 
passed. This lack of awareness is due to the absence of state funds allo-
cated towards enforcement or publicizing of these rights. 
While such a success in the political realm paid off because of tireless advo-
cacy, the challenge remained for workers and their allies to have access to 
knowledge of their rights. This presented a daunting task, and so the Domestic 
Workers United, a New York City-based advocacy group, asked REV- to help 
them disseminate this information, given the understanding that many work-
ers may not read English, access print or electronic media for information, 
or not be a part of a larger group who may know about the rights. REV- was 
charged with making available critical information in an accessible, engag-
ing way. The group had provided media training for domestic worker groups 
in the City and found that most domestic workers have a basic cell phone at 
their disposal. They decided that through some very clever programming they 
would make the cell phone a tool to educate workers. Studio REV- worked 
with MIT’s Center for Civic Media and the Urban Justice Center and the 
National Employment Law Project. Between the advocacy goals and Marisa’s 
creative vision they made an app so that domestic workers could dial in and 
hear stories about other’s experiences as well as information pertinent to their 
lives. The Nanny hotline program, New Day New Standard – as Jahn describes 
it, ‘akin to NPR’s Car Talk for nannies’ – has a star, Christine Yvette Lewis, 
herself a nanny and advocate. The show humorously details issues of work-
er’s rights, ranging from health to safety. One episode has Christine speaking 
from the inside of a vacuum. Because of its popularity, Marisa and her team 
then took the idea to the streets for a nationwide campaign.
For Jahn, this is a deeply feminist issue. She states,
Strengthening economic security for domestic workers addresses the 
needs of working women. Legal recognition of nannies, housekeepers, 
and caregivers as workers means that we as a society publicly value care-
work as the work that makes all other work possible. Besides strength-
ening the economic security of domestic workers who are predominantly 
women, professional women nationwide seek support for providing 
fair care employment practices when hiring those who care for their 
families. The challenge faced by working mothers originates in larger 
systemic and historical patterns: the massive entry of women into the 
labor force since the 1970s has not been met with generous public poli-
cies related to maternity leave, family leave, child care or elder care. It’s 
no surprise then that home care is one of the fastest growing industries 
in our economy. By advocating for quality jobs and workplace stand-
ards for 2.5 million care workers nationwide, we can ensure that our 
families have the skilled, dignified, and sustainable care that they need. 
Additionally, dignified working conditions and fair employment prac-
tices are mutually beneficial to worker and employer alike, reducing the 
anxiety of making decisions in isolation or without any clear guidelines.
9;JGKKL@=KLJ==LK
Mobility is key for this highly customized (made from twelve junkyards) van. 
Part mobile design unit, part recording studio, the NannyVan is replete with a 
shag green 1970s carpet and foam, which can be put on the walls to produce 
a good sound-recording booth. The front seats swivel around so that they face 
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the back bench, opening the space for an interview room. This is no band van 
but an advocacy van. In conjunction with NuLawLab and National Domestic 
Workers Alliance, the van has travelled around 50 US cities, stopping at muse-
ums, libraries, farmer’s markets and other sites frequented by domestic work-
ers, their employers and other advocates. As one advocate noted in contrast 
to other forms of outreach to domestic workers, the Van can move around 
neighbourhoods and reach people who are otherwise difficult to access. At 
each site Marisa exits the van and distributes a one-page flier about worker’s 
rights, which she created with a lawyer. These fliers have the same superhero, 
pop-art aesthetic as the van and app, and are specific to the city visited. For 
example, one flier in Spanish and English begins with ‘Did ya know?’ and 
‘Sabias Que?’ for cities such as Phoenix and Los Angeles. Thought bubbles 
and quick facts offer more accessible information, a contrast to much of the 
legalese offered as information. As such, the new format interrogates how 
information is created and disseminated, and as part of a larger public artwork 
brings questions – and answers – to immigration issues and workers’ rights to 
the streets of cities with major immigrant populations (Los Angeles, Phoenix, 
Boston, DC, Bay Area and New York). As a social justice issue it strikes at a 
vulnerable point in the American political landscape.
Marisa and her team inject the Domestic Workers’ Rights campaign with 
storytelling, drawing, brainstorming and dance. Studio REV-’s allies, such as 
The National Domestic Workers Alliance, a national advocacy network of 
10,000 members in dozens of states, connect her to local and regional groups 
such as the National Employment Law Project, NuLawLab at Northeastern 
University and a handful of other legal service non-profits around the coun-
try. Many of these advocates also participate in the storytelling workshops 
and ensure that the activities and information disseminated conform to policy 
while still being accessible and playful. Those who approach the van get 
involved in activities based on their personal experience as a house cleaner, a 
nanny, an elder caregiver or as an employee, and then contribute to new crea-
tive outputs for NannyVan, forming ‘an audience brain trust’ and dynamic 
iterations. According to Jahn, the NannyVan ‘had to be creative and lively 
because Domestic Worker Rights is a dry issue and often inaccessible to these 
who need it most. Making it fun breaks down barriers’.  
The van becomes a locus of information, and forms provisional subaltern 
publics in each site. As such, it skirts around the dominant forms of address 
to this demographic and subverts their media and vernacular representation 
to build community and individual agency. These tactics resonate with Saskia 
Sassen’s keynote address at the Creative Time Summit (2014) where she 
discussed the notions of citizenship, the geography of privilege and the geog-
raphy of rights. She outlined the multiple spaces in which the immigration 
subject is constituted – institutional, ideational and practical – from privileged 
to low wager. She described the instability of these concepts (state, immi-
grant), and how their formulation and representation in public discourse has 
become in ‘invitation not to think’. Season’s call for ‘emergent new architec-
tures for citizenship’ to rethink the hierarchical forms of thought in relation to 
nationalism and the stigma surrounding immigration and domestic workers 
is through a more pronounced transversality. The NannyVan targets some of 
these subaltern groups by spreading the discourse across the streets and across 
the nation, using the road and public spaces as a strategy of engagement. 
The moving vehicle begins the transversality, and cuts across and through 
established systems, and encourages new languages and self-representation. 
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Several participants have suggested that it engenders agency, voice and visibil-
ity in this group, an effect that might respond to Sassen’s desire to cut across 
the vertical structures of power that organize our understanding of domestic 
work, immigration, nationalism and citizenship.6 And because of this, it inter-
rupts dominate narratives of race (how the subject is constituted), practically 
by handing out fliers to workers, and reimagining the sites that constitute 
social change, movement and agency.
L@=HM:DA;LJ9;=
Each site the van visits is strategic. A key issue to consider with the NannyVan 
is how counterpublics come to form. Since domestic workers, allies and 
other members of the public come together around the van often in sites of 
consumption like farmer’s markets, these sites can become sites for negotiat-
ing power and knowledge instead of invisibility and precarity. A discussion of 
publics can highlight the importance of movement. Because of the collabora-
tive nature of the activities and outcomes, it engendered a more equal type 
of encounter between the team and the subaltern public. A public is a self 
formed in a space of discourse organized by nothing other than discourse, and 
domestic workers have been constituted through the discourse of race, poli-
tics and, of course, immigration. This is why the self-representation as well as 
engagement is so critical. Michael Warner argues that publics and counter-
publics exist by virtue of being addressed, and this address – facilitated in this 
case by an artist – can help in their formation. For Warner, a public exists as a 
relation among strangers. As a member of a public body, one is addressed by 
a particular text/action/speaker. Domestic workers are not the exclusive audi-
ence (although they are the target) – there are others being addressed as well. 
Therefore, the communication is at once personal and impersonal. A public 
comes into being through address or attention; it is not formed through state/
institutional sanctions. When subaltern publics form through the NannyVan 
address, they are given tools to improve their lives; they are also validated 
through public art. Warner writes, ‘all discourse or performance addressed to 
a public must characterize the world in which it attempts to circulate, project-
ing for that world a concrete and liveable shape, and attempting to realize the 
world through address’ (2005). NannyVan alludes to a different, and possi-
bly better outcome brought to life through an engagement with a temporary 
mobile structure that addresses its public generally in terms of who shows up, 
but also specifically in terms of the interaction with the project that has as its 
aim personal agency and social transformation.
 The activities in the van at any given site are numerous, and as a result 
of the many types of exchanges between Team NannyVan and the public, 
new knowledge is exchanged, creating new cultural forms of resistance. 
Importantly, the accessibility of such activities, which are not didactic but based 
on exchange, camaraderie, mutual interests, address the fear that many work-
ers have about their livelihood. The counterpublics that are fashioned through 
this engagement defy dominant modes of their representation through media 
mechanisms. When a counterpublic forms, according to Warner, it ‘enables 
a horizon of opinion and exchange; its exchanges remain distinct from the 
authority and can have a critical relation to power’ (2005). This sentiment is 
best expressed as a design trace.
In the context of art and design social practices, the methods, materials and 
forms of art and design projects are increasingly exchanged. A design approach 
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is useful here: as things are made, experiences are created, and certainly the 
design of the van is based on a redesign, an industrial readymade repurposed 
for its use in public space. Designer Carl DiSalvo (with whom Jahn has collab-
orated) grounds the formation of publics in design material and methods. This 
gives traction to the use of vehicles and the objects/artefacts contained within 
in them, which can then connect more fully with the discursive space of how 
Warner’s publics come to form. NannyVan relies on both for understand-
ing its efficacy. DiSalvo considers the constitution of public by using design 
tactics. He borrows John Dewey’s construction of publics from his 1927 book, 
The Public and its Problems. DiSalvo’s aim is to see how design can contribute 
to the possibility (or be the inhibitor) of collective political or social action. 
Publics here are ‘grounded in the concrete situations, experiences, and mate-
riality of everyday life’, and they ‘arise from and in response to, issues that are 
qualified by the context in which they are experienced’ (DiSalvo 2009). The 
publics formed through this exchange and movement, create a provisional, 
yet potent, counterpublic to form that breaks through invisible barriers for 
those unsure about the changes occurring in their lives.
DiSalvo uses the design ‘trace’, which he describes as 
to follow and record the presence and movement of an artifact, event, 
or idea. Within the context of the construction of publics the tactic 
of tracing can be defined as the use of designerly forms to detail and 
communicate, and to make known, the network(s) of materials, actions, 
concepts, and values that shape and frame an issue over time. 
(DiSalvo 2009: 50)
We can then assume that the design tactics DiSalvo describe are means 
directed towards the construction of publics through a material trace. As a 
tactic, ‘tracing’ goes back to what Dewey calls ‘the origins of an issue’. The 
NannyVan presents a ‘trace’ of a critical and pressing issue for its target 
public. The artefacts presented, perhaps more so than the van itself, represent 
a design ‘trace’ in this context. By presenting and discussing the experience 
around these issues of domestic worker’s rights, the ‘trace’ of social justice 
forms through colourful fliers, placemats, sound studio and videos, but also 
through the lucid language of the whole project. The project has offered expe-
riences fundamentally dissimilar to the everyday order of life for many who 
have participated, inspiring a sense of validation, and sometimes discomfort, 
but most always fun. This proposes new subjects and publics, pivoting around 
an experience and exchange with a mobile object, engendering new forms of 
perception.7 This method of tracing helps to reveal and expose the underly-
ing structures, arguments and assumptions of an issue, which is what each of 
NannyVan interventions attempts do in different ways: expose, ameliorate or 
engage with social justice issues.
Sassen believes that the powerless get to make their history in the cities, 
and that in this complex but incomplete system, informal social contracts can 
thrive. REV- has engendered a shift from a provisional public to a more fixed, 
galvanized movement. 
9JJAN9D
To sum up, the NannyVan facilitates creative outreach strategies, which 
are co-produced, and lead to knowledge sharing – education articulated 
through workshops, talks, sound, dancing among other activities without the 
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 0&  framework or necessarily the understanding that what they did was art. They 
are a subversion that challenges the social conditions experienced on a daily 
basis through creative, imaginative acts upon which this specific community 
of domestic workers can challenge what has been prescribed on them. The 
van stimulates engagement with social, political or economic issues that affect 
them the most. The superhero motif corresponds to Jahn’s agonistic approach 
to address the dominant social and economic discourses organizing domestic 
workers’ representation and precarious existence, aiming to give voice and 
space for action to those silenced. O’Neill and Doherty might describe Jahn as 
an artist who has ‘charismatic agency, whereby a key element of an individu-
al’s curatorial practice is the visionary means they use to engage participants 
and visitors’ (2011: 7).
In whose interests do these practices serve, and how useful are they to 
the communities they intend to assist? One nanny who participated felt that 
the Van responded to many domestic workers who wanted resources to learn 
about their rights but did not know where to go to learn, and, further, that 
the Van was a locus point for caretakers eager to share stories and talk about 
their experiences. For Jahn, it is really integral that the subject of her artwork – 
domestic workers and caregivers – are authentically part of her life, and she is 
proud to build this community. 
With the use of cheeky graphics and catchphrases on the Van, combined 
with interactive projects in situ, and with Lewis’ humour on the Nanny hotline, 
REV-’s social justice and advocacy work have displayed a successful framework 
worthy of note. Jahn and her team at REV-, as well as the numerous advocacy 
organizations, have made concrete inroads into the public discourse on social 
justice for domestic workers. They built their alliances across cities with local 
and national leaders within the domestic worker movement. For Monique 
Nguyen Belizario, Executive Director of MataHari (Eye of the Day), a greater 
Boston social justice and advocacy organization, Jahn’s alliance extends beyond 
any art practice. She states that Jahn ‘is part of our network, and we rely on her 
to think deeply about the work we are doing together, as partners’. They use 
creative methods to frame a public art project with social and political impli-
cations, and the number of awards and sanctions the NannyVan has received 
perhaps indicates some of its success.8 The van has reached 10,000 domestic 
workers across the United States, and 300–1220 people per month have called 
the Nanny hotline or used the app since May 2012. The team worked with 
250 nannies at National Nanny Training Day in Boston last year. 
A high aesthetic calibre is important to Jahn because for domestic workers 
to be themselves represented dignifies their work. They become valourized 
and enthused. According to Jahn, there are dozens of domestic workers who 
see the van on the street and say things like, ‘I have never seen artwork about 
domestic workers and here I see something about me’, or, ‘I never identi-
fied as a worker – someone with rights like everyone else – until I saw your 
artwork’. This movement is still nascent and in its formative stage, and hear-
ing the stories of workers and those who employ them is really important to 
her. People are just starting to recognize it. It is still in the process of becoming 
invisible. She states, ‘to help this along, we need artwork and stories where 
workers are not victims but protagonists with others championing them’.
Addressing an issue like ‘domestic workers rights’ in heated political 
climate of American politics, where immigration has and continues to be a 
contentious issue, only exacerbates the fear and potential defensive postures 
by employers. Framing the van and hotline as a public art project can diffuse 
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some of the reluctance that comes with engaging with difficult issues. It also 
opens a space in which domestic workers could freely participate without fear 
of reprisal. For many employers, naming it as art may lower their defences 
and their reluctance to approach a topic not necessarily on the top of their 
radar. And for cultural workers and institutions it’s a way to enter into the 
larger discursive framework of arts’ role in society, one which also considers 
audiences, alliances and self-reflection as part of the process. 
The counterpublics that form around the projects can contribute to 
active citizenship and reshuffle normalizing interactions with art in an urban 
context. And depending on the site, inserting these activities into the every-
day does not always suggest a definition as art, and indeed blurs the distinc-
tion between art and life. This ambiguity, in my mind, increases the potential 
for engagement, and a transformation occurs through personal experience 
and engagement with each other within the context of a public space. And 
in contrast to other projects that hail counterpublics around their repurposed 
vehicles, the NannyVan attempts to help domestic workers ‘overcome their 
fear and become part of a larger movement’ and to further lead a life better 
informed. And CareForce as a larger, duration project maintains this in a 
larger context. So what was once provisional, becomes fixed in a community 
of purposes, and friendships thrive in such environments. These aesthetic and 
critical interruptions occur in such a manner where a repurposed Chevy van 
becomes a ‘new’ form of engagement for those who encounter it.
Studio REV-’s two projects increased social awareness and motivated action 
because the artists and their allies imagined different worlds through which 
publics could form, and as a consequence, where these domestic workers could 
become informed of their rights. In different ways, NannyVan and the Domestic 
Worker app reveal and expose the underlying structures, arguments and assump-
tions of an issue through a design trace. Anyone encountering them could 
engage with them – the domestic workers, their bosses, cultural institutions – 
they did not need any specialized knowledge of art to understand the experience 
or engage in the activities. As Rancière scholar Joseph Tanke argues, these works 
of art (can) ‘fashion and sustain new subjects; they create new objects and new 
forms of perception; and, finally, they offer experiences fundamentally dissimilar 
from the everyday order of sense’ (2011: 103). And this is where the ambiguity of 
the project (art or social justice?), as well as their multi-sited activations, can offer 
new ways of engaging with a critical social justice issue like domestic worker’s 
rights – brought to light, brought about through a trace – in public spaces.
The van transverses established boundaries and structures of power to 
allow new understandings for how art can actively engage in the political and 
social processes of the everyday. The NannyVan underscores how socially 
engaged art can reconfigure its relation to its publics as non-hierarchical, 
democratic and non-elitist to generate broader political and social transfor-
mations. Studio REV- highlights how an artist’s care and social practice can be 
situated in local political, economic and art context, and how these intersect 
to better leverage the visibility of subaltern groups. The strategies Marisa and 
her team employed shift the media ecology, and create cross-platform partici-
patory projects by developing strategies that are accountable to the domestic 
workers who engage with the van in its multiple sites.
For Boris Groys (2014) art can instigate social, political and economic trans-
formation in communities that operate at the margins of society through crea-
tive projects that give voice and facilitate actions that avoid the aesthetization 
of poverty or draw attention to it as a spectacle. Yet, arguably, social practice 
APS_4.1&2_Coombs_39-51.indd   49 1/13/16   10:03:54 AM
?j]l[`]f;ggeZk
-(
projects or creative forms of activism such as this are at risk of instrumentality 
in the context of precarity and urban subaltern publics. The multiple physi-
cal and discursive sites in which CareForce operates fulfils a different set of 
concerns around art and social justice. However, I would argue that the ethics 
of care and the durational, persistent efforts of CareForce supersede such an 
interpretation. The ethics of care underscored the approach to dialogue with 
the subaltern public, and Jahn’s ability to negotiate and work with them, as 
well as advocacy networks, on a project that was open-ended with outcomes 
undetermined reflects the care, strength and agency of the NannyVan and 
CareForce.  
I return to Lloyd’s original question: ‘What forms, then do care rela-
tions take in the encounters produced through the contemporary artwork?’ 
These participatory aspects of NannyVan and CareForce respond to what 
Kester describes as the ‘transformatory potential’ of human consciousness 
through ‘collaborative’ and ‘collective art practices’ (Kester 2011: 185). The 
inter-subjective exchange between Jahn, her team, the allies and the domestic 
workers supports Kester’s contention that collaborative art practices of this 
nature involves a ‘compassionate recognition of difference’ as well signals 
Holmes’ embrace of the intimate, the affective, the communicative and the 
care. The innovative modes of social interaction based on design traces help 
form a ‘dual consciousness of both local and global implications and inter-
connections of a given site and situation’ (Kester 2011: 225). Further, when 
considered as ethics of care, this compassionate recognition of difference 
expands the possibilities of looking at the processes of CareForce in light of 
what Fraser describes as a ‘strategy of “nonreformist” reform, to use an expres-
sion of the French eco-socialist thinker André Gorz. That means conceiving 
and pursuing reforms that deliver real, present-day results while also open-
ing paths for more radical struggles for deeper, more structural change in the 
future’ (Gutting and Fraser 2015).
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